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4. Ease of application, customer service, education, and understanding of City rules; 
5. Regulations that reflect the community’s values; 
6. Development standards consistent with the update of the City’s Local Coastal Program; 
7. Consistency with Title 22, ABR, HLC, SFDB and Title 27 Subdivision Ordinances; and  
8. A phased program with the first phase being the comprehensive update of the Zoning Ordinance 

foundation; others phases will follow, including any special or subsequent ordinance amendments 
(i.e. condo conversion, TEDR) and Coastal Zone related updates. 

The City’s Zoning Ordinance was adopted in 1957 with some standards dating back to the 1920s 
(Building Zone Ordinance).  The current structure of The Zoning Ordinance, with Titles, Chapters, and 
Sections was adopted in 1974.  Since 1957 to the present, various major amendments have occurred, 
including but not limited to: the 1975 residential downzone; the 1989 non-residential growth limits 
(Measure E) now the Growth Management Ordinance; and the adoption of the SD-3 Zone, Coastal 
Overlay Zone in 1983.   

Because a majority of the Zoning Ordinance was written in 1957, the language and many uses are out-
of-date by today’s standards, and are arranged in a confusing format.  In 2008, due to frustration over 
the years by users, a number of amendments were made to the Zoning Ordinance in an attempt to 
reformat and clarify the most troublesome sections until the time the City was ready to completely 
rewrite the Zoning Ordinance.   

The City’s General Plan was also updated in 2011.  The General Plan includes direction for uses and 
standards, some of which will also be addressed as part of the NZO.   At this time, a comprehensive 
update is needed to the Zoning Ordinance to bring it up to date to reflect current uses and practices, as 
well as for consistency with the policy direction of the General Plan.  (See Exhibit B, General Plan 
Policies or Possible Implementation Actions) 

At the end of the NZO process, the goal is to have an improved Zoning Ordinance that is: 

• Restructured and easier to understand 
• Modern and current as far as lists of allowed uses, practices, standards, definitions, graphics, etc. 
• Clear in decision making protocols, including decision-making flexibility for staff and decision 

makers for minor items 
• Responsive to nonconforming situations created in the past 
 
The NZO or General Plan implementation measures may necessitate amendments to other ordinances, 
and those will follow at a later time.  In addition, there may be other zoning amendments that will 
process independently (e.g., Emergency Shelter Ordinance). 

III. DISCUSSION 

KEY ISSUES 
One key role of the consultant will be to restructure the Zoning Ordinance, and advise the City based 
on their research or knowledge of how other communities handle dated regulations.  Below are 
examples of some of the key issues to be included in the Scope of Work and decided through the NZO 
process (see Exhibit A). 
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Definitions 
Many of the definitions are currently out of date and sometimes difficult to interpret.  Over the years, 
staff has maintained a list of needed improvements as a starting point.  As part of the NZO effort, 
definitions would be updated in user-friendly terms with possible inclusion of some graphics to aid in 
interpretation where appropriate.    

Administration of the Code 
In 2005, a number of zoning amendments and the creation of the Staff Hearing Officer (SHO) were 
implemented to streamline the review process for certain discretionary projects.  The main goal of the 
project was to improve and simplify the discretionary planning process for projects that generally are 
non-controversial and do not involve major land use policy considerations.  The amendments made to 
the code, including the Staff Hearing Officer process have been an improvement to the development 
review process. 

As part of the NZO, staff recommends evaluating whether there could be more uses regulated with a 
Performance Standard Permit instead of a Conditional Use Permit, and/or a lower level of review by 
the SHO on minor improvements that currently require full review by the SHO or the Planning 
Commission, or increased use of waivers by the Design Review Boards, instead of Modifications by 
the SHO or Planning Commission.  Two examples that could be considered for SHO review include: 
Tentative Subdivision Maps of 1-4 lots that have a public street waiver, and residential condominium 
conversions of more than 4 units.  

Also, historically, the strategy used to address the uncertainties in the code is to amend the code to 
provide more details about specific scenarios.  While staff expects that the improved zoning 
regulations as part of the NZO effort will remove most of the “gray areas” that cause frustration when 
interpreting the code, there will be those occasions when a project meets the intent of a regulation, but 
does not meet the language of the regulations exactly.   

Staff is proposing that the NZO be a fairly simple code, with built-in flexibility, to allow staff to 
administratively approve certain minor items.  For example, a single family property could be 
nonconforming to the 1,250 open yard requirement (by dimensions or total area), and the owners 
propose a very minor encroachment that does not affect the usability of the open yard, but improves 
the livability of the household.  Currently, a Modification would be required to reduce a non 
conforming open yard, even if there are other open areas on the lot.   

Having a defined list of administrative allowances would be a way to decrease the processing time for 
projects with minor variations from the code.  Required findings will be important to assure that 
planning staff’s administrative calls are applied uniformly, similar to the administrative exceptions that 
were recently approved for walls, fences and hedges. 

Land Uses 
Like most traditional zoning codes, Santa Barbara’s Zoning Ordinance is primarily land use based, 
identifying those uses that are allowed in each zone classification along with basic development 
standards (building height limits, setbacks, lot area and frontage requirements, outdoor living space, 
etc.) for each zone classification.  The Zoning Ordinance also identified uses that are allowed upon 
issuance of a Performance Standard Permit (PSP) or with a Conditional Use Permit (CUP).   
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The City has pyramid zoning, where a more restricted zone classification is allowed in a less restricted 
zone.  For example, those uses allowed in the A, E, and R-1 Single Family Zones, the City’s most 
restrictive zones are allowed in the R-2, Two Family Zone.  The R-O, the most restrictive commercial 
zone allows the uses allowed in R-3, Limited Multiple Family Residence Zone and the residential uses 
in the more restrictive residential zones.  The City’s least restrictive zone, the M-1, Light 
Manufacturing Zone, allows most uses in the City with the exception of housing (one small caretaker’s 
units is allowed).  The Uses Permitted in Various Zones handout identifies zone classifications and 
uses permitted. 

Many of the uses included in our zoning ordinance date back to 1957.  While uses have been added 
over time as allowed uses, or those subject to a PSP or CUP, few have been removed, and some are 
very antiquated.  The NZO effort will update the uses consistent with how people presently live and 
work (e.g. home occupations and corner stores).   

Nonconforming Properties and Downzone of 1975 
Since 1957, zoning classifications and standards for residential properties have changed, resulting in 
an abundance of nonconforming lots and structures in the City.  A nonconforming building or use is 
one that, when created, met the requirements of the zoning ordinance in effect at that time, but, as a 
result of zoning amendments, does not comply with the current ordinance. Many residential 
neighborhoods contain existing lots that do not meet the current minimum lot area, setback 
requirements, or parking requirements for their zone classification.   These nonconforming situations 
result in modification requests, and increase the processing time and expense for homeowners and 
designers when a residential addition is proposed to an older home(s).   

One significant zoning amendment was the “residential downzone” of 1975.  The Impacts of Growth 
Study (IGS), completed in 1974, resulted in a residential downzone for many residential areas.  The 
residential downzoning reduced residential density levels (created through new subdivisions) to be 
consistent with the 85,000 population goal at the time and was the initial step towards a concept of 
“living within resources”. Specifically, zone changes in residential areas were adopted that increased 
minimum lot sizes in single-family areas (e.g. E-3 with a minimum lot size of 7,500 s.f. to E-1 with a 
minimum lot size of 15,000 s.f.), and reduced the number of units per acre allowed in multiple family 
areas.  (The City’s slope density ordinance, requiring larger lots based on the average slope of the lot, 
was also adopted during this time, further limiting subdivisions on sloped lots.) 

While the downzone was designed to allow fewer units to be constructed on a given lot, the unintended 
consequence was the creation of many nonconforming structures throughout the City by increasing 
front and interior setback requirements.  The impact and effect of the 1975 downzoning on setbacks in 
certain neighborhoods is outlined in Exhibit C.   

The most common modification request involves a property owner’s desire to alter or add to a legal 
nonconforming structure that encroaches in a required setback, without complying with the current 
setback.   The property owner usually does not seek to encroach further into the setback, only to extend 
a wall along its existing length, or to make changes to the existing, nonconforming wall.   

As part of the NZO effort, staff hopes to allow appropriate improvements to nonconforming properties 
without the need for a Modification.  Potential methods could include: merging zone classifications; 
and/or, revising the front and interior yard setbacks to be consistent with setbacks for the properties 
before the downzone; and/or, allowing additions consistent with the nonconforming additions for those 

http://www.santabarbaraca.gov/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?BlobID=17638


Planning Commission Staff Report 
New Zoning Ordinance (NZO) Draft Scope of Work 
April 10, 2014 
Page 5 
 
properties affected by previous zone changes.  It is not the intent of the NZO to increase allowed 
residential densities. 

NOT INCLUDED IN THE SCOPE 
It is important at this early stage that staff, decision makers, and the general public all understand what 
the effort will and will not include so that the effort is not sidetracked.  The goal is for the NZO to be 
adopted, as budgeted, by the fall of 2016.   

There are a number of General Plan possible implementation actions to be considered (noted in 
parenthesis below, e.g. H13.1, H13.2) that are related to the Zoning Ordinance (See Exhibit B), but 
that will not be addressed in the NZO.  Similarly, there are ordinance chapters or sections that will not 
be updated at this time including those listed below.  As stated above, these could occur in future 
phases of zoning amendments. 

1. Form Based Codes 
2. Vacation Rentals 
3. Storm Water Management Program Changes 
4. Changes to Residential Density or Average Unit Density Ordinance, SBMC Chapter 28.20 
5. Growth Management Ordinance Amendments, SBMC Chapter 28.85  
6. Condominium Conversion Ordinance Amendments, SBMC Chapter 28.88 (H13.1 and H13.2)  
7. Open space standards (LG5.2)  
8. Mission Creek and Creek Setbacks, SBMC §28.87.250  
9. Inclusionary Housing Ordinance, SBMC Chapter 28.43, 2004 (H11.3) 
10. Design Overlays (LG12.1)  
11. Floor Area Ratios (LG12.2.b.)  
12. Transfer of Existing Development Rights Ordinance, SMBC Chapter 28.95, 1992 (LG2.4)  
13. Illegal Dwelling Units (H20.5) 
14. Renewable Energy Technology Standards (ER6.5) 
15. Solar energy systems standards (ER6.6)  
16. CUP for cellular antennas 
17. The Sign Ordinance, Chapter 22.70 
18. Mobilehome and Permanent RV Park Conversion Regulations, SBMC Chapter 28.78  
19. HWMF Hazardous Waste Management Facility Overlay Zone, SBMC §28.75 
20. Adult Entertainment Facilities , SBMC Chapter 28.81 
21. Neighborhood Preservation Ordinance, SBMC Chapter 22.69 
22. Medical Cannabis Dispensaries, SBMC Chapter 28.80 
 
PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT  
Developing the New Zoning Ordinance will be a new undertaking for staff and decision makers.  One 
of the roles of the consultant will be to assist staff in developing a public process and timeline for 
vetting all of the zoning standards to be updated in the NZO.  The goal is to keep the project moving 
and to come up with recommendations through work with the NZO Joint Committee (2 members of 
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Council and 3 members of Planning Commission), and some form of public workshops that will take 
place next year.  The actual timeframe will be determined once a consultant is hired.  

Focus Groups 
Over the next three months, Planning staff will be meeting for a first check in with “focus groups” 
including: the American Institute of Architects, (AIA), Santa Barbara Association of Realtors, Allied 
Neighborhood Association, Citizens Planning Association, Santa Barbara Contractors Association and 
others.  Staff looks forward to getting their initial input on hot topic items, in order to refine the Scope 
of Work for the contract.  Staff expects that the focus groups and regular users of the Zoning 
Ordinance will provide valuable input before finalizing the Scope of Work.   

Staff expects that participants from the focus groups will follow the NZO effort, and be involved in 
broader public workshops before the NZO Joint Committee formulates the recommendations on the 
individual zoning standards. 

Website 
A website has been developed for this effort and can be found at www.SantaBarbaraCA.gov/NZO.  
The website will include information on upcoming meetings, reference materials associated with 
standards being reviewed, and an area to provide public comment.  Relevant comments on zoning 
standards to be addressed will be considered and forwarded to decision makers prior to formulating 
any recommendations.  Staff expects that once a consultant is hired, they will provide input on how 
best to engage the general public.  Staff encourages any public member that wishes to be noticed of 
future meetings associated with this effort to register on this website.   
Staff expects that the community will also be interested in zoning and/or Municipal Code amendments 
that will not be addressed as part of the NZO effort.  While all comments are welcome, it is important 
to define what the effort is and is not (discussed above).  However, all comments received will be 
gathered and maintained to address at later phases if appropriate. 

IV. TIMELINE/NEXT STEPS 
The following is the timeline for issuing the Request for Proposal.  Once a consultant is hired, staff 
will keep the Planning Commission informed as to the timing for the work program, including the 
broad public process. 

Outreach to Focus Groups    Beginning in May 2014 
First NZO Joint Meeting/Refine Scope  End of May 
Request for Proposal Issued    June 30, 2014 
Consultant Contract at Council   September 2014 

Exhibits: 

A. Zoning Standards to be Considered in the NZO Effort 
B. General Plan Policies and Possible Implementation Actions 
C. Effects of 1975 Rezoning- Setback Standards and Map 

 
 

http://www.santabarbaraca.gov/NZO



































